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Further praise for Sara Gran’s books:




 





‘Claire DeWitt and the Bohemian Highway makes me excited for the future of the private eye novel. It’s that rare thing – a second entry in a series that’s even more stellar than the first. Bold, inventive, fiercely unique. If I ever go missing, send for Claire DeWitt – no other PI can compare.’ Chris Ewan




 





‘I love this book! Absolutely love it. This is the first fresh literary voice I’ve heard in years. Sara Gran recombines all the elements of good, solid storytelling and lifts something original from a well loved form.’ Sue Grafton on Claire DeWitt and the City of the Dead




 





‘A compulsive, dynamic read, written con brio – a perfect noir pastiche, but with a character all of its own.’ Kate Atkinson on Dope




 





‘I read Come Closer on the train, in a snowstorm, on a cold December night. It was the right setting for this perfectly noirish tale of madness and love … a new kind of psychological thriller. I loved this book.’ George Pelecanos
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The detective thinks he is investigating a murder or a missing girl but truly he is investigating something else all together, something he cannot grasp hold of directly. Satisfaction will be rare. Uncertainty will be your natural state. Much of your life will be spent in the dark woods, no path visible, with fear and loneliness your only companions.


But answers exist. Solutions wait for you, trembling, pulling you to them, calling your name, even if you cannot hear. And when you are sure that you have been forgotten, and that every step has been wrong, and that the woods are swallowing you whole, remember this: I too was once in those woods, and I have emerged to give you, if not a map or a path, hopefully at least a few clues. Remember that I, if no one else, know you are there, and will never give up hope for you, not in this lifetime or the next. And the day I came out of the woods I saw the sun as I had never seen it before, which is the only consolation I can offer as of now.


I believe that someday, perhaps many lifetimes from now, all will be explained, and all mysteries will be solved. All knowledge will be free for the taking, including the biggest mystery of all — who we really are. But for now, each detective, alone in the woods, must take her clues, and solve her mysteries for herself.


— JACQUES SILETTE, Détection
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San Francisco


I MET PAUL WHEN a friend of my friend Tabitha played at the Hotel Utah late one Thursday night. About twenty people were there to see the friend’s friend’s band. One of the about-twenty was Paul. I was at a table in the corner with Tabitha and her friend. Tabitha was tall and pole-thin with orange hair, and arms and legs covered with tattoos. Tabitha’s friend was one of those guys who was too sweet to be real. Or desirable. He was a little younger than me and smiled like he meant it.


I saw Paul at the bar looking at me, and when he caught me looking he looked away. It happened a few more times, enough times that I was sure it wasn’t my imagination. Things like that happened to me often enough, and it was not exactly noteworthy for a man to make eyes at me across a dark and dirty bar in San Francisco.


Except something about Paul, about his big dark eyes and his quick, shy, smile, a smile he tried to hide, made me take note.


At the end of the night I felt his eyes on me when Tabitha and I left the bar, and I wondered why he hadn’t talked to me and I wondered if he’d planned that, too, to make me think about him, because with men you never can tell. At least I can’t.


Two weeks later we went to the Hotel Utah again to see the same band and Paul was there again. I wouldn’t have admitted that that was why I went, but it was. Paul was friends with the guitar player. Tabitha’s friend played drums. Paul and I avoided each other, although I didn’t notice it at the time. He went over to sit with the band while they were hanging out drinking before the show and I left to go to the bathroom. I came back and Paul left to get a drink. I’d been thinking he was a kind of cute, kind of smart-looking guy who maybe I would meet and maybe I would sleep with.


But that night I felt something in the pit of my stomach, more bats than butterflies, and right before I finally shook his hand I felt a wave of dread come over me, like we were being pulled into a black undertow we couldn’t fight our way out of. Or didn’t want to.


Jacques Silette, the great detective, would have said we knew. That we knew what was coming and made the choice to pursue it. “Karma,” he said once, “is not a sentence already printed. It is a series of words the author can arrange as she chooses.”


Love. Murder. A broken heart. The professor in the drawing room with the candlestick. The detective in the bar with the gun. The guitar player backstage with the pick.


Maybe it was true: Life was a series of words we’d been given to arrange as we pleased, only no one seemed to know how. A word game with no right solution, a crossword puzzle where we couldn’t quite remember the name of that song. 1962, “I Wish That We Were _______.”


Finally we met.


“I’m Paul,” he said, extending a cool rough hand, callused from years of guitar. He had dark eyes and his smile was a little wry, as if we were both in on a private joke.


“I’m Claire,” I said, taking his hand.


“Are you also a musician?” he asked.


“No,” I said. “I’m a private eye.”


“Wow,” he said. “That’s so cool.”


“I know,” I said. “It is.”


We talked for a while. We’d both been traveling, had been traveling for years, and we traded war stories. Holiday Inns in Savannah, missed flights in Orlando, grazed by a bullet in Detroit — maybe being a musician and a PI weren’t so different. Except at least some people liked musicians. Paul was smart. You could jump up a few levels in conversation right away, without warming up. He wore a brown suit with white chalk stripes, frayed at the collar and cuffs, and he held but didn’t wear a dark brown, almost black hat that was close to a fedora but not exactly. In San Francisco men knew how to dress. No cargo shorts and white sneakers, no pastel polo shirts and misplaced socks hiding an otherwise good man.


Tabitha spent half the night in the bathroom doing some awful coke — it was cut with horse dewormer or cat tranquilizer or dog stimulant, depending on who you believed. It was going around town. I did a little and tasted the chemicals thick in my throat and passed on the rest.


Later Tabitha’s friend went home with a different girl and I found out he wasn’t really a friend. He was a guy she’d been sleeping with. The girl he went home with was younger than us and her eyes were bright and her hair was long and blond and unbleached and she smiled with white, unbroken teeth.


Tabitha was too drunk and had had too much of the horse-deworming cocaine and started to cry. I gave Paul my number for another day and took her home.


“I was so stupid,” she cried bitterly, stumbling down the street. “Someone that nice would never like me.”


I didn’t know what to say because it was true. Tabitha was a lot of things, many of them good, but nice wasn’t one of them. I took her home, helped her get upstairs, and left her on the sofa watching Spellbound, her favorite movie. “Liverwurst,” she muttered along with Ingrid Bergman.


When I got home Paul had already called. I called him back. It was two fifteen. We talked until the sun came up. He was one of those men who are shy in a crowd but not alone. He’d just come back from six months in Haiti, studying with bokos and their drummers. I didn’t know much about music, not the technical parts, but we both understood what it was like to devote yourself to one thing above all else. Something you gave your life to, and never knew if you were right to do it or not. It wasn’t something you could talk to many people about.


We all want to be someone else. And sometimes we succeed in convincing ourselves we can be.


But it doesn’t last, and our own true selves, broken and scarred, always win out in the end.
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PAUL AND I DATED for a few months after that. Maybe closer to a half a year. Then I went to Peru for a week on the Case of the Silver Pearl and stayed for another six weeks studying coca leaves with a man I met in a bar in Lima. I could have called Paul, or written him, or emailed, or sent smoke signals, but I didn’t. When I got back to San Francisco he was dating someone else and soon enough I was too. Or at least sleeping with someone, which was almost the same thing.


And one night a year or so after our thing, whatever our thing was, had ended, I ran into him at the Shanghai Low, a bar near my place in Chinatown. Paul had on an old leather jacket and brand-new blue jeans, dark blue and stiff with folded-up cuffs. We were both there to see a band play. We were, if not technically nursing, slowly drinking cocktails and talking about a trip he’d just taken to eastern Europe when my friend Lydia walked in the door. I saw the look on Paul’s face before I turned around to see what he was looking at and saw Lydia.


I knew that look.


“Claire!”


“Lydia.”


She sat with us and got a drink. Lydia was barely a friend. More like a woman I knew. An acquaintance. She was a friend of my friend Eli, Eli who had long ago moved to Los Angeles with his lawyer husband, betraying us all by marrying well. But I liked Lydia okay. She was a tough girl from Hayward who’d worked hard to make herself into something she wanted to be. She played guitar in a fairly successful band called the Flying Fish. She had fancy, expensive tattoos up and down her arms. Her hair was long with short bangs and dyed black, and she wore a tight black T-shirt and cropped jeans and patent leather high heels that revealed more tattoos on her legs and ankles. Even without the high heels, she was a looker. With them, she was something else. Paul wasn’t the only one staring when she walked into the bar.


Nice work if you can get it. You always get a little extra at the deli counter and you get fewer speeding tickets and no one tries to steal your place on line, ever. On the other hand, a pretty girl is always the object, never the subject. People think you’re dumb and treat you accordingly, which is sometimes helpful but always annoying. I figure once you hit thirty it’s diminishing returns on your investment anyway. Might as well move on and put your money into more useful skills.


That was me. Lydia was a different kind of girl; the kind who milked her symmetrical features and flat belly for all they were worth. I figured Lydia hadn’t paid for a drink since she was fourteen. Fine with me if it made her happy. It was making Paul happy too. They started talking about bands and music and Cuban claves and Mexican guitarras and people they knew. Maybe they’d met before and just didn’t remember. They knew plenty of the same people, not just me. But wouldn’t they have remembered?


Maybe they’d met before but the other time wasn’t the time. Maybe only this was the time that mattered.


Watching people fall in love is like watching two trains rush toward each other at top speed, with no way to stop them. I pretended to see someone I knew at the bar and wandered away. Then I really did see someone I knew, a PI named Oliver. He was a solid, mediocre PI who specialized in things like credit card fraud and embezzlement, the dull and damp shores of greed.


“Look,” he said. “Lydia Nunez.”


I’d forgotten Lydia was kind of famous. There weren’t too many pretty girls out there playing guitar; the few who did got a lot of coverage. San Francisco was, like New Orleans or Brooklyn, smugly proud of its local celebrities.


And besides, Lydia was a hell of a guitar player.


“Yeah,” I said. “She’s a friend of mine. You know her?”


“I wish,” he said. Oliver got that achingly sad look men sometimes get when they want a woman they can’t have. Like he was losing a limb.


Oliver bought me a drink. Paul and Lydia came to get me when the band started, but I pretended I really wanted to talk to Oliver and told them to go without me. When I introduced Oliver to Lydia, he spilled half his drink on his lap. Later, I went downstairs looking for Lydia and Paul to say good night. But they were already gone.




*





That night I dreamed about Lydia for the first time. I was standing on the roof of my apartment building, surrounded by black, inky water. White stars glittered in the black sky above.


I watched Lydia drown.


“Help!” she screamed. Black muck was streaked on her face and matted her hair. “Help me!”


But I didn’t help. Instead I lit a cigarette and watched her drown. Then I put on a pair of thick black-rimmed glasses and watched her drown more closely.


“The client already knows the solution to his mystery,” Jacques Silette wrote. “But he doesn’t want to know. He doesn’t hire a detective to solve his mystery. He hires a detective to prove that his mystery can’t be solved.


“This applies equally, of course, to the detective herself.”




*





Two or three days later Lydia got my number from Eli and called me. We talked for a while about Eli and other people we knew in common and then got around to the real reason she’d called.


“So, are you sure you don’t mind?” she asked. “About me and Paul? Because we both really like you and —”


“No,” I said. “Of course I don’t mind. Me and Paul weren’t —”


“Oh, I know,” Lydia said. “I would never — I mean, if you’d still been —”


“No,” I said. “Really. So are you guys still —”


“Oh my God,” Lydia said. “I’ve seen him like every day. It’s been great.”


“That’s wonderful,” I said.


“Do you really think so?” Lydia said. “Do you really think it’s wonderful?”


Did I really think it was wonderful? Wonderful was probably an exaggeration. I thought it was fine. Maybe even good. I couldn’t say the last time I thought anything was exactly wonderful. That implied more joy than I may ever have felt. But that was what she wanted to hear.


“Yes,” I told her. “Of course. I think it’s wonderful.”




*





Lydia and Paul started a new band together, Bluebird. After a year or so Bluebird broke up and they each started their own bands again; Paul started a Rom-ish, Klezmer-ish outfit called Philemon and Lydia started a bluesy, roots-y, Harry Smith–inspired punk band called the Anthologies. I saw each band once or twice. They were good. Better than good. I saw Paul and Lydia together at an Anthologies show and they seemed happy, smiling and supportive and generally kind of joyous. And when they got married, one year later, they sent me a sterling silver magnifying glass from Tiffany’s, a kind of bridesmaid’s gift even though I wasn’t a bridesmaid. Thank you, the card with the glass said. I wasn’t sure if they were thanking me for introducing them or for stepping aside so gracefully.


I was invited to the wedding but I was in L.A. on the Case of the Omens of No Tomorrow. It was a good magnifying glass and I used it often until two years later when, stuck in Mexico City with no passport and no ID and little cash, I pawned it to pay a coyote named Francisco to smuggle me across the border.


Nothing lasts forever. Everything changes.


Maybe Lydia and Paul’s story wasn’t a series of words that had already been printed in ink. Maybe it was a novel they would write themselves. Maybe it could even have a happy ending.


Or maybe it would be just another crime story where someone kills somebody else and nobody pays and it’s never really over. “Mysteries never end,” Constance Darling, Silette’s student, told me once. “And I always thought maybe none of them really get solved, either. We only pretend we understand when we can’t bear it anymore. We close the file and close the case, but that doesn’t mean we’ve found the truth, Claire. It only means that we’ve given up on this mystery and decided to look for the truth someplace else.”
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January 18, 2011


I’D SPENT THE NIGHT in Oakland, in the redwood forests in the hills high above the city, talking with the Red Detective. He said he smelled change coming. For him, for me, for all of us. He pulled tarot cards, and no matter how many times we shuffled we got Death.


“I’m not sayin’ it’s anything more than a change,” the Red Detective said. “I’m just sayin’ it’s gonna be one hell of a shakeup.”


At two or three I drove back to my place in San Francisco and took off my clothes and crawled into bed in a T-shirt and underwear, twigs and leaves still in my hair.


At five o’clock the phone rang. I didn’t plan on answering it, but my hands picked it up all the same.


“Claire?”


The voice on the other end was brusque and female and I didn’t recognize it.


“Yeah,” I said.


“Hey. It’s Detective Huong from the SFPD.”


I knew Madeline Huong. She was all right, as far as cops went. At least she tried. That was more than you could say about most people these days.


“What’s up?” I asked. My mind was blank, still not quite awake.


“I’ve got bad news,” she said. “I’m sorry to have to tell you. There’s been a murder.”


“Who?” I said. But then suddenly black flashed before my eyes and I knew.


“Paul Casablancas,” we said at the same time.


“What?” she said. “What did you say?”


“Nothing,” I said.


“Well, anyway, I’m sorry,” Huong said again. “I saw your number in the wife’s phone and I figured you’d. You know. Not everyone …”


She meant that I was accustomed to death, that I would know what to do and who to call and I wouldn’t faint or cry.


She was right.


“Claire? Claire?”


“Yeah,” I said. “I’m here.”


“If you could come down to the scene. We’re at his house. The wife, she could use someone.”


“Lydia,” I said. “Her name is Lydia. And yeah, I’ll be there soon.”




*





I hung up with Huong and called Claude. He’d been my assistant since I came back from the Case of the Green Parrot in New Orleans. I didn’t need an assistant because my workload was so big. I needed an assistant because so much of it was boring. Looking up credit card statements, making phone calls, going to city hall to check the bill of sale on a house, following up on miniature horse feed distributors — I was tired of it.


Claude was the latest in a string of assistants I’d hired and then fired over the years. Or would have fired, if they hadn’t quit first. Claude was a good worker, smart, loyal, and with an encyclopedic knowledge of Medieval economics, which came in handier than you might think.


On the night Paul died Claude picked up his phone on the fifth ring. He’d been sleeping.


“There’s been a murder,” I said.


“Okay,” he said, unsure. “Is this how we do this now?” Usually we didn’t get involved in a case until a bunch of other people had already had their hand in it and screwed up. No one called a private detective, especially not me, until every rational option had been explored and dismissed. Like an exorcist or a feng shui consultant. I’d never called Claude in the middle of the night to start a new case before.


“I don’t know,” I said. “I think I just wanted to say that.”


I didn’t tell him the person who’d been murdered was Paul. That it was someone I knew.


“Do you want me to go somewhere?” Claude said. “Wait, I think I’m supposed to say, ‘Meet you at the scene,’ or ‘I’ll be there in five,’ and then hang up. I don’t think I can be there in five. But I could be there in like an hour.”


I didn’t say anything.


Paul was dead. Words didn’t seem strong enough to hold that fact. Paul, who’d once made me an origami swan. Paul, who knew every Burmese restaurant in the Bay Area, who spent every Sunday at flea markets, buying speakers and tube testers and ohm meters.


I imagined the big flea market in Alameda, the tube testers sitting there, untouched, unbought, alone.


“No suspects,” I said. “No known motive.”


“Okay,” Claude said. “So, uh. Can I do something to help? Or?”


“I don’t think so,” I said.


“Claire,” Claude said. “Are you okay?”


“Of course,” I said. “Listen, can you start a new file?”


“Sure,” he said. “What are we calling it?”


“The Case of …”


I closed my eyes and saw something against my eyelids — a bird fluttering, fireworks exploding, a ghost. According to one school of thought we were in the Kali Yuga, a long stretch of time that might be as short as a hundred thousand years or as long as a million, depending on who you asked. In other yugas we have been, and will be, better-looking and kinder and taller and we won’t kill each other all the time. The sky will be clear and the sun will shine. But in the Kali Yuga every virtue is engulfed in sin. All the good books are gone. Everyone marries the wrong person and no one is content with what they’ve got. The wise sell secrets and sadhus live in palaces. There’s a demon named Kali; he loves slaughterhouses and gold. He likes to gamble and he likes to fuck things up.


In this yuga, we never know anything until it’s too late, and the people we love are the last people to tell us the truth. We’re blind, stumbling toward what’s real without eyes to see or ears to hear. Someday, in another yuga, we’ll wake up and see what we have done and we’ll cry a river of tears for our own stupid selves.


“Claire?” Claude said. “Claire, are you okay?”


“Of course,” I said. “I’m fine. And it’s the Case of the Kali Yuga.”




*





When Claude walked into my apartment for the first time he looked like he had never had a good day in his life. He wore a jacket and shirt and clean blue jeans and real shoes, not sneakers. That told you something positive right there. He was thin and handsome — my guess was one parent with ancestors in Japan and another with history in Africa, with a few different coasts of Europe thrown in, and later I found out I was right.


I interviewed him.


“You’re a student, right?”


“I’m getting my PhD,” Claude said. “Medieval history.”


“So let’s say we’re on a case,” I said. “I call at five in the morning to bounce some ideas around. Is that going to pose a problem for you?”


“Absolutely not,” Claude said, still not smiling. “I am an idea guy. Anytime. Always happy to bounce ideas around. Or, you know, do stuff. That’s also good. I can do stuff.”


He didn’t sound so sure about doing stuff.


“Why are you getting a PhD?” I asked him. “And why do you want this job?”


He sighed.


“I thought that was what I wanted,” he said. “I mean the PhD. Berkeley. I thought that was what I wanted since I was, like, fifteen. This is exactly it. And now I’m here, and —” He looked around the room and furrowed his brow. “I don’t think it’s what I want,” he said. “I mean, I’m not giving it up. Not yet. I’ve put too much work into it. And I’m in a really, really good place right now professionally. Academically. But I don’t think it’s what I want.” Claude threw his hands up in the air as if he were talking about someone else, someone crazy, a man he could not understand. “I think I want to be a detective,” he said.


“A detective,” I said. “Why?”


“I have no idea,” Claude said. “Sometimes I think it’s what I always wanted. It just seemed too … too —”


“Unprofitable?” I suggested.


“Yes,” he said. “But also —”


“Dangerous?” I said.


“Maybe,” he said. “But also just —”


He held out a hand to stop me when I opened my mouth.


“Just,” he went on, “unrealistic. I mean, everyone wants to do it, right? I figured the competition must be just, you know, astronomical. And me with no experience, not even insurance investigations or anything. But when I heard you were looking for someone, I figured I might as well try. I knew the odds were slim. And I know you’re probably interviewing people much more qualified than me. But, life is short. I figured — I mean —”


Claude frowned.


“In 2001,” he said, and all of a sudden I knew he was telling the truth, and he had never said it out loud before. “I was doing research in the library at Stanford. And somehow I ended up in the criminology department — I think I was looking for penal codes in fifteenth-century Russia. And this book, this little paperback. It was like — I know this sounds stupid. But it was like it fell off the shelf right by my feet. And I picked it up and opened it and I read this line: ‘Above all, the inner knowing of the detective trumps every piece of evidence, every clue, every rational assumption. If we do not put it first and foremost, always, there is no point in carrying on, in detection or in life.’”


The room was quiet. We were in my apartment in Chinatown. I had the top floor of a building on Ross Alley. Beneath me were three stories of light industry and immigrant housing, nearly all of it illegal. My place was big, close to fifteen hundred square feet, and served as both a home and an office. Or neither.


My best friend, Tracy, had found the same book in my parents’ house when we were younger than seemed possible now. The book that would save our lives and ruin them.


Even the noise of the street outside was hushed as Claude talked about the moment he became Claude. Only he didn’t know it then, and I could see he still didn’t know it now.


“I don’t know,” he said. He sounded sad and maybe a little angry. “I don’t even know what it means. It was like — like what everyone’s always told me? Like the things they tell you to do, you know? All of that. I don’t know how to say it. I mean, it’s like coming down here, to Chinatown, and you see the signs but they’re all in a different language, and it’s just like your life but it’s — like it’s out of register, or in another time. Another yuga. Like, all my life, you know, you walk out of the house every day and turn right. And then one day you realize, left was always there too, only you never saw it, and instead of ending up in Berkeley, you’re in Chinatown. Or China. Like that dream when you’re in the house you grew up in and there’s a secret room no one told you about, you know? And it was like everyone knew about it and no one told you. Like that. And all around you, still, no one sees it. It’s like they don’t even know it’s there. Or they know, but they’d just rather not know at all. Like they just, you know, like insects. Like a hive. Does that make sense? Does that make any sense at all?”


“Yes,” I said. “It does.”


“So I checked the book out of the library,” Claude continued, upset. “To be honest, I never gave it back. Which I guess is technically stealing, but. I mean, it hadn’t been checked out since 1974. And ever since then — I know this sounds crazy — I wanted to be a detective.”


I didn’t say anything. Claude started to fidget and cough. Then he started to cry, little trickles of tears squeezing their way out of his eyes at first, stingy and cheap, then big sobs as something died inside him. Maybe it was his hope of being someone else. His hope of being a normal person with a nice life and a pretty girl and a good job. All that was over now, or would be soon. Good riddance to it.


We sat in my office for an hour or so and Claude cried and he was hired.


I never saw him cry again.




*





Jacques Silette’s Détection, the book that found Claude in the sterile Stanford library, was a book that had ruined many lives, as it had ruined Claude’s. And mine. For three years I’d lived in New Orleans and studied with Silette’s student, Constance Darling. Constance spent the better part of the fifties and sixties in France with Silette, learning everything he had to teach as they became friends and then lovers. He’d been a renowned detective, the best in Europe. But after he published Détection, he was written off as a crackpot. Almost no one understood the book, or admitted they did. Instead they pretended that he, Silette, was the crazy one while they, the other detectives of midcentury Europe and America, with their abysmal solve rates and idiotic pseudoscientific methods, were the clever ones. Silette had anticipated this, and from what I’d heard wasn’t especially hurt by the reaction. I can’t believe it didn’t sting at least a little, though, when even his closest friends in the world of detectives stopped taking his calls. But over the years he developed a new set of friends and fans — few and far between, but devoted.


Jacques Silette was the best detective the world had ever seen. So I thought. His methods were unusual, but I and a few others were loyal to them. I’d never met Silette — he’d died in 1980, when I was still a child, heartbroken after his daughter, Belle, was kidnapped and never seen again. A few years later his wife, Marie, died from heartbreak. His genius was no defense against pain. It never is. His role as the best detective in the world did not protect him from also playing the role of the heartbroken, beaten-down sap left behind.


Constance was Silette’s favorite and best student — also his lover, friend, and companion. Constance was one branch of the Silettian tree, and I was her fruit, but there were other branches too — other detectives who had studied with Silette and imagined a claim on his legacy. There was Hans Jacobson, who gave up detection for finance. Hans made fortune after fortune, and joyfully threw it all away on women, boats, art, and drugs. Now he lived under a bridge in Amsterdam. I’d met him and I was pretty sure he was the happiest man I’d ever met. Jeanette Foster became a good, if dull, detective specializing in corporate espionage. She’d died just last year in Perth. And there was Jay Gleason, who went on to develop a scam correspondence school in Las Vegas that advertised in the back of Soldier of Fortune and Men’s World and True Detective: BE A DETECTIVE OR JUST LOOK LIKE ONE or something like that.


Jay was one of Silette’s last students. He moved to France in 1975, just fifteen years old, to study with Silette. It was two years after Silette’s daughter Belle had disappeared, since everything good had drained from his life. Supposedly, Jay showed up on Silette’s doorstep one day. Without even a hello, messy blond hair in his pretty face, in dirty bell bottoms and a rock-and-roll T-shirt, Jay launched into his solution to the one-hundred-year-old Case of the Murdered Madam, a famous unsolved case in Paris that had done in better detectives than Jay. He was sure he was right and sure he would impress the old man. It was the ex-husband, Jay was certain. When he was done, Silette laughed, the first time he’d laughed since the last time he’d seen his daughter. Something in Jay — his earnestness, his intelligence, his faith in Silette — amused the older man.


“You’re wrong,” Silette said to the young American, having of course solved the case many years ago himself. “You did some good work. But you missed the most important clue of all.”


“What was it?” Jay asked.


“Close your eyes,” Silette said.


Jay did as he was told.


“What do you see?” Silette said.


Jay hesitated. He didn’t know what the right answer was. More than anything, he had wanted to impress the old man.


“Blackness,” Jay said. “I mean, nothing. I —”


“Shhh,” Silette said. He put a hand on Jay’s back to calm him. “Keep your eyes closed. What do you see? Not what do you want to see. Not what do you think I want you to see. Me or anyone else. Not that. Use your eyes. What do you see?”


No one knows what Jay saw. But, so the story goes, Jay saw something — something that made him shake and cry and, finally, eyes still closed, collapse on Silette’s doorstep, ruined. Ruined and saved, the two sides of the Silettian coin.


“It was the son,” Jay finally choked out. “It was the son. Oh, God. He killed his own mother. It was the son.”


Silette smiled. That was the answer. Silette invited Jay in and let him stay.


Jay was from a wealthy northeastern family with branches in Newport and Long Island’s gold coast, along the groves of the Hudson River and in rich wooded corners of the Mid-Atlantic. He could have been anything he wanted, or, like most of his family, nothing. There’s no shame in being idly rich — not among the other idle rich, at least. But Jay wanted to be a detective. And now he was peddling official PI certificates suitable for framing.


Some took this, these mixed outcomes, as proof that Silettian detection was a sham. There were only a few of us Silettians and we did get more than our share of negative attention. Our enemies said it was because we were strange and unreliable, theatrical in our methods, dramatic in our solutions.


I said it was because we solved so many fucking cases. And usually by the time a Silettian got his hands on a case, ten other detectives had already failed. Most cases never even got to a Silettian unless the client was desperate enough, the way a person with cancer goes to an herbal clinic in Tijuana when the doctors tell her she’s got no chance.


“The detective’s only responsibility,” Jacques Silette said in an interview for Le trimestrielle des détectives in 1960, “is not to his client or to the public, but only to the awful, monstrous truth.”


I knew someone who went to one of those clinics in Tijuana. Brain cancer. Stage four. Before she crossed the border the doctors told her she had six months, maybe nine. Maybe less.


When she came back they put her in one of those full-body scanners and took lots of blood and ran test after test after test.


Not one cell of cancer remained.



















4





LYDIA WAS SITTING on the steps of their house — Paul’s house — on Florida Street in the Mission. She wasn’t crying. She was still in shock. Police cars surrounded her in a half-circle, sending their long white lights into the shadows. Before Lydia saw me I noticed Officer Lou Ramirez and Detective Huong drinking coffee by one of the cars. I went over to them.


“What happened?” I asked.


“B and E,” Huong said, unmoved. “As far as we can tell. Probably thought no one was home, panicked when there was.”


“How’d they get through the door?” I asked.


“Either picked the lock or found a key. Or maybe they forgot to lock it. Wife says a bunch of stuff’s missing — TV, VCR, musical instruments. Had a lot of valuable things, sounds like.”


“They were both musicians,” I said.


“That where she was?” Ramirez asked. “The wife? Playing music?”


“I can find out,” I said. A thousand cops had probably already asked Lydia that question tonight. But they didn’t talk to each other. That wasn’t how they worked. “What happened?”


Huong answered, “Neighbor heard a shot. Waited a minute, went out to look, didn’t see anything, called the police anyway. Ramirez got here first. Rang the doorbell, no one answered, broke through the lock, went in and found . . . the deceased.”


“What else?” I asked Ramirez.


“What else what?” Ramirez asked.


Ramirez didn’t like me much, but he owed me. The Murder at the Kabuki. That and a whole lot more, but that was the one where we agreed on the debt. But I knew Ramirez and Huong hadn’t called me to do me any favors. They wanted a buffer between them and Lydia’s raw pain. I didn’t blame them. When the ugliest parts were over they’d want me gone and out of the case. We weren’t friends.


“Anything what,” I said. “What’d you notice?”


He wrinkled his brow. He didn’t know what to say.


“Anything,” I said. “What was the first thing that came to mind when you saw —”


I felt dizzy, and put my hand on the squad car to steady myself.


I am a detective, I told myself. I am a detective on a very important case. Just like I always wanted.


Ramirez wrinkled his already wrinkled brow again. “I thought, Someone sure hated this guy,” he said. He rushed to add, “I mean, I don’t know if that’s true. But that was what I thought.”


“Thanks,” I said. He shrugged and turned away, as if I’d insulted him. Huong met his eyes and they each made a little face.


I didn’t care if they thought I was crazy. I would solve the case. I would find out who killed Paul. And they would still think I was crazy and I still wouldn’t care.


I looked up at the police and the lights and Lydia and for a minute I wondered if this was real.


Huong and Ramirez started to walk away.


“Wait,” I said. “Wait.”


They turned around.


“He had a gun,” I said. “If he was surprised Paul was home, why would he have a gun?”


“Or she,” Huong said.


I nodded. Girls didn’t pull a whole lot of B&Es, but it was possible.


“All that equipment,” I said. “Guitars, amplifiers. Some of it’s worth a lot. Hundreds, maybe thousands.”


Huong shrugged and walked away. She knew what I was thinking: a robbery, but not random; a robbery by someone who knew what their gear was worth and knew one or the other of them might be home. But that should make it an easy crime to solve: Paul and Lydia had probably never jotted down their serial numbers, but it didn’t matter — vintage musical instruments like the ones they played had a lot of quirks and dings and stains and were easy to identify. Lydia would know one of her or Paul’s guitars anywhere. Plus, Lydia and Paul were both fairly successful and were photographed often enough that their gear was well documented, at least the most-used items. As long as we kept on top of the pawnshops and music stores and websites where people sold guitars, we should find out who killed Paul within a month or two.


Not that it would matter much to Lydia.


I went over and sat by her. She’d finally started to cry, quietly, tears pouring out of her eyes and a steady choking noise coming from her throat. After a while Ramirez came over. I looked up. Lydia didn’t. She was gone, sailing the oceans of grief. Drowning, more likely.


“Think she can give a statement now?” he asked.


“Can it wait?” I asked. “Tomorrow afternoon?”


He nodded. We made a date for four o’clock tomorrow at the Mission station on Valencia Street.


I left Lydia and took my car and found a twenty-four-hour coffee shop and came back with two big trays of coffee and a plate of snacks for the cops and the crime scene guys. Cops and their ilk work hard, if futilely, and anything you can do to make your case more attractive helps.


Of course, some of them knew me already. A little coffee and a buttermilk muffin wouldn’t solve that.


It didn’t matter anyway. I wasn’t counting on the cops to solve the case. I was counting on solving the case myself. If they would help me by sharing whatever information they had, that would be good, but it wasn’t necessary. I would solve it just fine alone. I would find out who killed Paul and then —


Before I could stop myself my mind said, And then Paul can come back.


As the sun rose the police and investigators started packing up and going home. When the last few were nearly done and I was sure they wouldn’t need us anymore, I put my arm around Lydia and helped her stand and led her to my car. I put her in the passenger seat and buckled her in and shut the door. I took us to my place, where I got her out of the car and up the stairs and into bed. In bed I gave her an Ativan I’d been saving for a special occasion. Soon the choking sound subsided and she fell asleep. I watched her. In her sleep her hands clenched and unclenched, grabbing at the sheets. Her face was stuck in the shape of crying even though no sounds came out. She’d never be the same. She was already a different girl, a girl with a different face.


I lay on the sofa and didn’t sleep. In Lydia’s jacket I found a pack of cigarettes and smoked a few. I thought about nothing. There was a big white hole where normal thoughts usually were. Soon enough my mind hooked onto the missing guitars and the locked door and the hole filled up with clues and suspects and all the detective stuff and I could pretend it was just another case.


The guitars. The lock. The keys. The gun. The musician in the drawing room with the gun. The duchess in the kitchen with the guitar. I let my mind fill with the case. It was only a case. Only another case. Another sentence of words to rearrange.


Maybe that was all there was to life. One long case, only you kept switching roles. Detective, witness, client, suspect. Then one day I’d be the victim instead of the detective or the client and it would all be over. Then I’d finally have a fucking day off.
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AT NOON I GOT UP and called the cops; they didn’t know anything new. I got out a phone book and started calling music stores and pawnshops. I didn’t know exactly what had been stolen, but I gave a general description to each store — vintage, high-end, unusual gear, heavily used — and let them knew there was a reward much bigger than what they could make on a few guitars or amps. Next I posted some messages on Internet forums and blogs for collectors, dealers, and repair people. A lot of these people knew Paul and Lydia, or knew who they were and knew what gear they played; they would be on our side. Some people were already talking about it.


While Lydia slept I made her a big shake with protein powder and espresso and chocolate and maca root and astragalus and ground wolfberries. Death and solid food don’t mix. At two I woke her up for our appointment at the police station at four. She didn’t say anything. She drank a little of her shake and started to cry again.


I got her to the police station by four thirty. It was like moving a corpse that could walk a little.


It would help the police to know everything she remembered about that night. I waited outside — the cops don’t let PIs sit in on things like this. I took Lydia’s phone while she talked to them and called the most dialed number in it. It was her friend Carolyn. I’d met her once or twice. I explained everything to her and she said she would come to the station. I asked her to start telling people about Paul. I also asked if she knew how to arrange a funeral.


“Yeah,” she said bitterly. “I sure do.”


When Carolyn got there the police were still in with Lydia. Carolyn had big curly blond hair and wore a thick layer of makeup and a black dress and a black vintage coat with a white fur collar. She looked angry. I gave her the short version of what had happened.


“Fucking scum,” she said. “They should hang them up by their fucking balls and let them rot.”


That wasn’t exactly how I saw it. But I couldn’t say her view had no validity. I waited until the interview was over and I saw Lydia leave the interview room. Carolyn seemed competent enough and ready to take charge, so I let her.


I drove back home and parked my car in the garage on Stockton where I rented a space by the year. When I shut the door behind me I remembered — Paul’s car. The victim’s car, I corrected myself. Where was it? I made a list on the back of an envelope from a parking ticket: car, house keys, guitars, neighbor.


The gun, the neighbor. Keys, amplifiers. A murderer. A victim.


And the rest of us poor suckers they left behind.


Back at home it was dark and raining. Everything seemed sharp and the lighting in my apartment seemed wrong. It was a big loft with ill-defined areas serving as bedroom, bathroom, kitchen, closet. Mostly it was a big space with lots of vintage furniture and too many books and clothes and papers scattered around and a collection of strange things on the walls, like thrift store paintings and old mug shots and a vision chart in Hindustani. Things I thought were beautiful. It was all arranged to do something to me, soothe some kind of raw edges, but it wasn’t working today. In the medicine cabinet I found half a bottle of very soporific cough syrup I’d brought back from Mexico a few years ago: I swallowed a quarter of it and went to bed and slept like a dead woman, without dreams, and I didn’t wake up until almost noon the next day.




*





Later I pieced together the whole story. Earlier that evening, at approximately six p.m., the victim had packed his car, a 1972 Ford Bronco, with two guitars, an amp, and a small suitcase, and headed toward Los Angeles. He had a small show booked at USC the next night. He’d planned to leave earlier and didn’t; the victim was often late. Lydia hung around the house and went out at about ten p.m. to the Make-Out Room, a club on Twenty-Fourth Street, to see a band called Silent Film. At about midnight a neighbor heard what he thought was a shot and called the police. The police came. The body was found. Lydia came home and saw the scene. Everyone figured Paul’s car had broken down somewhere and somehow he’d gotten a ride back home, but no one knew the exact sequence of events yet. But it made the most sense and I figured it was true. The police figured he’d surprised the thief, who had shot Paul to avoid getting caught.


That part I wasn’t so sure about.
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AT TWENTY-THREE I WAS LIVING IN Los Angeles, if you can call it living. I had nothing else to do. A detective I knew named Sean Risling had me working on an encyclopedia of poisonous orchids he was putting together. I sampled and researched and wrote. At night I bought little twenty-dollar bindles of cocaine and sometimes cheaper bags of heroin wrapped in pages of Cat Fancy magazine on Sunset Boulevard. I slept in a series of hotel rooms in Hollywood. When Constance Darling, the famous detective from New Orleans, came to town on the HappyBurger Murder Case and needed an assistant, Sean introduced us. Risling said little and knew much.


Constance was famous — famous to other detectives, at least. Years ago, when we were finished being children, my friend Tracy found a copy of Jacques Silette’s little yellow book Détection in my parent’s musty, bitter house in Brooklyn. After that we were ruined: being detectives was all that mattered to us. Especially Tracy, who became the best detective of us all — and when she vanished a few years later became a mystery herself, leaving only a Tracy-shaped hole behind, a paper doll cut out from the page.
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